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Hugh Gerard McEwan was born in Glasgow on 7th May 1925 and died in Glasgow sixty-

four years later on 23rd September, 1989. Twenty of those years were spent in Rome, and it 

was that period in his life as a student and priest that exercised the greatest influence on him 

and consequently on those with whom he made contact as a priest. He had been one of a 

group of students who returned to the Scots College in Rome immediately after the Second 

World War in the autumn of 1946, conscious of the challenge and the opportunities that lay 

ahead of them. Hugh McEwan took readily to the life in Rome and is remembered as a keen 

student of theology and an equally keen student of every aspect of Roman life. There were 

few excursions, even to the remotest places of interest, that did not include him, and in time 

he aquired an almost encyclopedic knowledge of the city and its history. 

 

His academic career at the Gregorian University was distinguished and led to a doctorate in 

theology with the presentation of his thesis on The Beatific Vision in the Post-Tridentine 

Fathers. In later years he would remark that it was not an easy matter to introduce this subject 

in polite company. This was typical of his disarming sense of humour and was a talent that he 

turned to advantage not least when preaching. He was ordained priest by Archbishop Luigi 

Traglia in the Lateran Basilica on 18th December 1948 and on the completion of his 

academic studies he was appointed to the staff of the Scots College, first of all as tutor, and 

then as vice-rector. As tutor he had the doubtful pleasure of introducing new students to the 

world of philosophy and advising them on the finer points of scholastic discourse. Here too 

he showed a fine combination of humour and erudition and there are many priests in Scotland 

today who have good reason to be thankful to him for having helped them survive those 

testing days. 

 

He brought to his work as vice-rector of the College the same patience and attention to detail 

that was characteristic of everything he did. By the time he came to take up this appointment 

he was well versed in the ways of Rome and, more important, in the ways of the rector 

Monsignor William, R. Clapperton. It would be hard to imagine two more different 

personalities and it is a tribute to both men that they were able to work so well together for 

the good of the College they both loved so dearly. At times their working relationship 

appeared to be more of a battle of wits than a coming together of minds. Hugh was not the 

first to discover this but, as it turned out, he was to be the last. Monsignor Clapperton retired 

and his place was taken up by Monsignor Philip Flanagan. Those were the heady days' of 

Pope John XXIII and the Vatican Council was soon 'to get under way. Not everyone was 

enchanted by what was happening in the Church 'but Hugh McEwan stands out among his 

contemporaries as a man who valued the new insights provided by the day to day 

deliberations of the Council Fathers while preserving a healthy respect for the past. As vice-

rector of the College he was clearly instrumental in providing continuity where there might 

otherwise have been confusion and even disarray in the wake of the Council. 

 

It was at this time that the decision had been made to move the Scots College from the Via 

delle Quattro Fontane, in the centre of Rome, to what was thought to be a more idyllic setting 

on the Via Cassia. Hugh worked closely with the rector on this project which resulted in the 

completion of the splendid new college in November 1964. During this entire period Hugh 

kept detailed diaries of events relating to the College and the Church and these must surely 

prove valuable to students of the period. 
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On his own admission the years of the Vatican Council were among the most fulfilling in 

Hugh's life. He had been appointed a Privy Chamberlain to His Holiness Pope John XXIII in 

September 1961 and was very conscious of being part of the Papal household. He took every 

opportunity to take his place in the colourful ceremonies which were such a distinctive 

feature of the pontificate of Pope John XXIII and had a keen eye and ear for some of the Iess 

publicised moments on the Council floor. This experience allowed him to grasp the full 

implications of the Council from the outset, when others failed to do so or even resisted them. 

In fact the Council was not yet over when he published his reflections in the form of a C.T.S. 

pamphlet which was well received at the time, and 'which, when read today, reveals just how 

well he understood the events in which he was immersed. 

 

Archbishop Scanlan. recalled Hugh to Glasgow to be his private secretary soon after his own 

arrival as Archbishop. He found it difficult to leave Rome after so many years. Among his 

effects there must be somewhere a barometer which he was given as a farewell present from 

the students. At the time he remarked that, like the barometer, he was changeable. In the 

event he adapted well to the change. There was adequate scope for his many talents in 
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and in the wider Scottish scene. For a time he was ecclesiastical adviser to the Glasgow 

Circle of the Newman Association and brought a prudence and.balance to the many heated 

discussions and debates occasioned by the Council in Rome. His work for ecumenism is well 

documented in the annals of the National Ecumenical Commission and as Episcopal Vicar 

for, Ecumenism he left his mark on Glasgow. His affable relationship with leading figures in 

all Christian Churches proved invaluable on the occasion of the visit of Pope John Paul II to 

Scotland and allowed him to play a significant part in arranging their historic meeting with 

the Pope in Edinburgh. 

 

Hugh's first strictly pastoral appointment was as assistant priest in St. Margaret's, Stanley 

Street, Glasgow where he remained for almost six years, from 1967-73. Then came his first 

and only appointment as Parish Priest, to St. Michael's, Dumbarton where he was to remain 

for the rest of his life, some fifteen years. During those years he addressed himself with, 

enthusiasm to every aspect of parochial life. The detachment which had been so much part of 

his academic life now gave way to total involvement in the concerns of the people entrusted 

to his pastoral care. The worthy celebration of the sacraments and good liturgical practice 

were a major concern. Although he himself never made any claim to great musical talent, the 

installation of a fine pipe organ in St. Michael's reflects his concern to promote the best 

standard possible and to encourage others to do likewise. The response of the entire 

community of St. Michael's to his untimely death and their prayers and obvious concern 

during his long illness are a measure of the genuine love and affection they had for their 

parish priest. 

 

Over the years Hugh collected an excellent library which is a monument to the width of his 

intellectual and pastoral interests. He was never extravagant and chose each volume with care 

and greatly cherished them. The fact that his library has been bequeathed to Pluscarden 

Abbey intact is a further example of his sensitivity to serious scholarship and of his 

generosity of spirit.Hugh grew up in Holy Cross parish in Glasgow where he came under the 

benign if stern influence of his Parish Priest Bishop Henry Grey Graham. His respect for the 

Bishop was quite boundless and he was quick to acknowledge his debt to him for his interest 

in Scottish history. Hugh's biography of Bishop Graham was a classic but the time needed for 

such meticulous research was simply not available to him in the pastoral ministry. When 
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confronted with any evidence of shallow scholarship he would say, Timeo lectorem unius 

libri, how much he feared the man who had read only one book! 

 

When the history of the Catholic Church in Scotland during the 20th century comes to be 

written Hugh McEwan will claim a place of honour among those who have served the 

Church well. His calm resignation to the will of God when it became clear that there was 

little hope of recovery of his health was the final testimony to a life of faith. His younger 

brother Father Dan McEwan predeceased him by a matter of days. In his panegyric, delivered 

in St. Michael's, filled to capacity with clergy and laity, the Archbishop of Glasgow extended 

the sympathy of the entire archdiocese to their sister Theresa on the loss of her two brothers. 

It is not given to many families to make such a generous gift to the Church. 

 

May they rest in peace. 

    


